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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 

Online education was once quite simple. As a new 
form of distance education, it bridged the gap 
between those who could reach formal education 
and those, for whatever reason, who could not. 
Many institutions invested in web delivery as a 
primary means of engaging remote students, and a 
whole discourse rose up around the idea of 'online 
education.' It was a radical departure from the 
traditional correspondence courses, because it 
enabled instantaneous communication and feedback 
between students and their teachers, and allowed 
synchronous as well as asynchronous delivery of 
content. Video and live chat soon because desirable, 
and even essential facets of the online learning 
strategy. Content delivery was controlled by the 
experts through Learning Management Systems, and 
discussions were conducted via e-mail and bulletin 
boards. There was talk of the Virtual University, but 
it never really materialised. Instead, many 
universities adopted a blended (earlier referred to as 
a dual mode) delivery of their courses, which 
involved all of the above techniques, and a mix of 
other face-to-face and paper based activities. The 
online delivery model became a stable, reliable 
method for distance education for millions of 
students around the globe. 

Then came the advent of Web 2.0 and social 
media and things changed, boundaries blurred and 
the pace of change accelerated. The rapid 
development of platforms and services that enabled 
users to both upload and download content was a 
departure from the previous, 'sticky' and content led 
approach of Web 1.0. Suddenly, in the age of the 
Social Web, user generated content was high profile 
and ubiquitous. Students began to share their own 
content through blogs, wikis, podcasts and videos. 
Platforms such as YouTube, WordPress, Blogger 
and Wikipedia became the first ports of call, and the 

user statistics grew exponentially. This was 
perplexing for many established online course 
providers. It was perplexing because they were no 
longer the sole arbiters of 'knowledge' and no longer 
held the exclusive right of mediators of learning. 
Many academics questioned the veracity of content 
that was created by 'amateurs', and many rejected 
that notion that knowledge could be generated, 
shared and repurposed freely. Issues of copyright, 
intellectual property and provenance became 
uppermost in the minds of teachers and lecturers. 
Many questions and much soul searching resulted: 

In today’s digital age, are Learning Management 
Systems still required, and is e-mail now 
increasingly anachronistic? Students now connect on 
social media tools such as Facebook and Twitter and 
converse through mobile text. They generate their 
own content on a regular basis and act as the nodes 
of their own production. Increasingly informal 
collaborating comes naturally through the new tools 
and technologies that constitute their personal 
learning environments. Add to this mix the meteoric 
success of Massive Online Open Courses and 
Flipped Classrooms, the popularity of online social 
games and prospect of new, emerging technologies 
such as augmented reality and wearable systems, 
and we continue to question the future of our current 
online educational provision. Is online learning now 
so common place and accessible that anyone can do 
it? Are we reaching the point in the development of 
technology that we are now in danger of repeating 
the mistakes we made when correspondence courses 
led to the ignominy of 'diploma mills' and ill 
reputed, fake degrees? What would we need to put 
into place to prevent this from happening in today's 
knowledge economy? 

In this presentation I will address many of the 
above questions and offer my personal views on the 
future of online education in the Web 2.0 digital age. 
I will pose several questions including: What is 
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digital learning? How can teachers and students 
harness the power of tools and technologies for 
formal learning? What is the changing nature of 
knowledge? What will be the future of education, in 
the light of the radical changes and emerging 
technology? Ultimately, we will discuss issues that 
will impact upon all teachers and educators in the 
coming years: What will the next few years hold for 
online education? What will be the new reality for 
learning, knowledge and ultimately, human 
intelligence? Are learner expectations unfulfilled by 
the current provision of traditional educational 
institutions? How much will the roles of teachers be 
required to change? What new theories and practices 
will we need to develop to stay relevant in an 
increasingly technological world where the learner is 
taking control? 
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